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ABSTRACT
Ai Ishihara, DMA. The University of Memphis. December 2019. An Exploration of the
Philosophical and Programmatic Elements in Toru Takemitsu’s riverrun. Major Professor: Janet
K. Page.
My research focuses on Toru Takemitsu’s composition for piano and orchestra, riverrun. The
title was taken from Finnegans Wake by James Joyce, and I consider riverrun’s relationship to
Joyce’s novel. Takemitsu did not leave any information beyond the title as to how riverrun is
related to Finnegans Wake. With limited understanding of the English language, he had access
only to a Japanese commentary and a partial translation of Joyce’s novel. Thus, this document
discusses literary phrases and metaphorical meanings of the beginning and the end of Finnegans
Wake as well as the information that Takemitsu had access to through the Japanese
commentaries. Also, I explore the composer’s philosophical beliefs that are reflected in this
composition, such as the Japanese strolling garden, silence, and dream, number, and water
themes. To Takemitsu, music was life; thus, everything he composed in his music came from his
life experiences and interactions with arts and nature. Based on this information and musical
examples from riverrun, I explore the possible programmatic meanings of Takemitsu’s piece.
Takemitsu’s instrumental colors, textures, dynamics, and articulations all reflect the idea of the
Japanese strolling garden. His use of motivic ideas both in the piano and the orchestra helps to
create a continuous flow in riverrun, where every segment of the piece can seem to be the
beginning, middle, and end in a cycle of sound. The cyclic nature of the novel is one of the
elements that interested Takemitsu, and thus the structure of riverrun is programmatically related
to the structure of the novel.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Toru Takemitsu is the first Japanese classical composer who achieved international
recognition. It seems that more thesis or doctoral research projects have been created recently
regarding Takemitsu and his accomplishments; however, I believe there still needs to be more
research focusing on the composer and his compositions. If the audience and the general public
knew more about the composer and his beliefs, they might have a different approach to listening
to his music.
My research focuses on Takemitsu’s composition for piano and orchestra, riverrun. The
title was taken from Finnegans Wake written by James Joyce. I will consider riverrun’s
relationship to Joyce’s novel. Takemitsu did not leave any information beyond the title as to how
riverrun is directly related to Finnegans Wake. With limited understanding of the English
language, Takemitsu had access only to a partial Japanese translation and commentary on
Joyce’s novel. It was through inspirations from life and nature that he composed riverrun. Thus,
this document discusses literary phrases and metaphorical meanings of the beginning and the end
of Finnegans Wake as well as the information that Takemitsu had access to. I also explore
Takemitsu’s philosophical beliefs that are reflected in this composition. To Takemitsu, music
was life, thus, everything he composed in his music came from his beliefs about life and nature.
It is not possible to discuss Takemitsu’s music without examining his beliefs.
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riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a
commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs.1
From the opening passage of James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, Takemitsu composed a
work for piano and orchestra in 1984, aptly titled riverrun. It was premiered in 1985 with Peter
Serkin and the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra.2 Perhaps the piece could have been written
for orchestra alone, however, the use of a featured solo instrument could suggest a relationship of
some sort that is derived from the novel. Takemitsu does not call riverrun a piano concerto. In
riverrun, the orchestra and piano have equal importance, which is not typical in a piano concerto.
In Takashi Tachibana’s Journey to the Creation of Music (音楽創造への旅), Takemitsu is
quoted on his composing procedure:
When I compose, I always have a plan. Music does not last like an object. You have the
score, but you cannot preserve it like a painting. Music starts and after a while, it is
finished. Before the sound becomes music, there is an operation—such as creating a plan
or writing it on paper. When I create, I think about what I desire for the audience to feel.
Or how I want them to hear. I leave some sort of a direction/instruction and that is how I
title my compositions. It is like a code. I like to leave a code for those who listen to my
music.3

Derek Attridge, ed., The Cambridge Companion to James Joyce, 2nd ed. (London: Cambridge University
Press, 2004), 149.
1

2

Toru Takemitsu, riverrun (Japan: Schott Japan Company Ltd., 1987), 1.
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Takashi Tachibana, 武満徹音楽創造への旅 (Takemitsu Toru: Ongakusozohenotabi: Toru Takemitsu:
Journey to the creation of music) (Japan: Bungeishunju Press, 2016), 659: 要するに音楽はものとして何も残ら
ない。楽譜は残りますけど、それでも絵画のようには残りませんよね。音を聞いて、時間がたって、そ
れで終わっちゃうわけです。音楽が音になる前に、われわれの操作があるわです。プランがあったり、
楽譜を書いたり。そのときにぼくは、ぼくが表したい感情というか、必ずしもエモーショナルという意
味でいうんじゃないですけど、この音楽を通してこういうことをある程度感じてもらいたいとか、こう
いう方向で聞いてもらいたいということがありますよね、そういう方向の指示みたいなことをある程度
やってお個体と思うんです。タイトルをつけるというのも、そういう意味があるんですけど、その他に、
音譜の中にコードというとおかしいけれども、ある手がかりを残しておきたい、そういうものを入れて
おきたいという気持ちがあるんですね。 Translated by Ai Ishihara. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are
my own.

2

The purpose of my research is to take the code left in the title and discover what may have been
Takemitsu’s mindset in the moments of composition and how programmatic elements were
incorporated into the work. There will also be a discussion of Takemitsu’s philosophies, which
are inseparable from his music.

3

CHAPTER 2
TORU TAKEMITSU: LIFE AND MUSICAL INFLUENCES
Early Life
February 2017 marked twenty years since the death of Toru Takemitsu. He was a
respected composer and a friend to many elite conductors and musicians around the world, and
many spoke of their sadness at having lost such an important composer. Takemitsu was engaged
with different types of music and arts. Besides Western classical music, he loved to listen to jazz
and pop music. He also loved paintings, film, Japanese gardens, and writing. His interests and
involvement in the arts enlarged his social circles greatly.
Takemitsu was born in Japan on October 8, 1930. He moved to China with his parents
when he was one month old.1 Other than having heard some jazz music that his father liked to
listen to, Takemitsu had no special connection to music during his childhood. However, he loved
sounds and learned to transcribe his own world of sounds. He decided on his own to move back
to Japan when he was eight years old to get an education, which was derailed in March of 1945
when he was drafted to serve during World War II.2 While deployed, Takemitsu served in a
military unit that helped with food production. One night in the summer of 1945, a young soldier
sneaked a phonograph into the barracks and played a recording of a French chanson, Parlez-moi
d'amour by Lucienne Boyer. Takemitsu was deeply moved by the beauty of the song.3 During
World War II, the only music that was allowed to be played publicly in Japan was military

1

Yoshihide Otomo, Takemitsu Toru (Japan: Chikumashobo, 2016), 25. Unless otherwise noted, all
biographical information comes from this source.
2

Aki Mitsuo, 武満徹：自らを語る (Takemitsu Toru: Talks about himself) (Japan: Seidosha Press, 2010),

3

Otomo, Takemitsu Toru, 13-14.

32.

4

songs.4 The beautiful chanson was warming to his heart and an escape from the dark and gloomy
environment of war. Furthermore, the experience triggered Takemitsu’s desire to become a
musician if the war were ever to end.
The war did indeed end in the summer of 1945, only after six months in the military.
After the war ended, Japan entered a recovery phase of the land, which was damaged from
bombing, as well as of the people, suffering, emotional and physical toll of the war. Takemitsu
was determined to pursue music immediately after the war ended. However, under the country’s
regime of the time it was not easy to get a proper education, nor was it possible to study music.
His passion continued to fuel the hope within him.
Post War Life
At first, Takemitsu thought he was going back to a peaceful life again. That was not to be
the case. Japan was in a state of confusion and people lacked food and other material needs. The
country also recognized the necessity of reconstructing its entire educational system.
Schoolteachers were in chaos because they did not know what to teach at this point.5 For this
reason, Takemitsu stopped attending school but never gave up on pursuing his dream.
For some time after the war, things did not look bright in Takemitsu’s life, which was the
case for many people in Japan. Takemitsu suffered from lack of food and poor health. He
contracted from tuberculosis and was hospitalized for some time. However, as his desire and
passion grew to become a composer, he left the hospital without being fully recovered from his
illness. Later in his life, Takemitsu almost died from recurring and worsening tuberculosis. It
was only his musician friends and his wife (at the time also just a friend) who saved Takemitsu
from dying at a young age. When he was almost at the worst stage of disease, they forced him to
4

Ibid., 12.

5

Ibid., 34.

5

get hospitalized again until he was fully recovered. Even then, Takemitsu gave them a hard time,
because he would continually escape from the hospital. He hated staying in the hospital all day
when he could be spending time pursuing music.
Even though he was under unfavorable circumstances materially, financially, and
physically, one aspect that had changed after the war, which cheered and encouraged Takemitsu,
was freer access to music. Now that the war had ended, the military radio stations started to play
Western classical music every afternoon. Takemitsu also utilized a CIE (Civil Information and
Education section) library which the Americans oversaw. They brought in records and sources
from the outside world to educate the Japanese.6 He spent a lot of time going to the library and
listening to music on the radio and started to learn the names of composers and their composition
titles, and also about the orchestra and the sound of instruments. According to Takemitsu, radio
stations were his first music teachers.
One day he encountered a piano piece called Chorale and Fugue by César Franck.
Takemitsu was moved by this piece, which he described as “a prayer-like, peaceful song; hope
after something bitter.”7 Before encountering this piece, Takemitsu just wanted to pursue music
as a performer. He thought of becoming a pianist or an instrumental performer of some sort.
However, he chose to become a composer because he wanted to be able to create music as
peaceful and hopeful as the piece he had listened to.
Only fifteen at the end of the war, Takemitsu was employed at the army base in Camp
Zama, Yokohama, and worked as a “band boy” (roadie) at night.8 Since he only worked at night,

6

Ibid., 46.

7

Ibid., 18.

8

Asaka Takemitsu, A Memoir of Toru Takemitsu (Bloomington: iUniverse, Inc., 2010), 10.

6

this was the first time he had liberty to play and practice on a piano (it was a Yamaha Grand)
during the day. Takemitsu used a piano method book by Ferdinand Beyer to learn basic
techniques. This is when he first started to compose. Because he had no opportunity to study
compositional technique with a teacher, he simply started to put notes together through his
imagination.9 During his employment at Camp Zama, which ended after about a year, he met an
American soldier who encouraged Takemitsu to attend a music school if he was serious about
studying music. However, Takemitsu turned down his advice, thinking that going to a music
school would put a limit to how he could compose his music.
Takemitsu was sixteen years old, but had to work and make a living like a grown man.
Up until this point, his music teachers were still the radio and books. Takemitsu kept pursuing
his dream, but it seemed unlikely at this point in his life that he would ever make a career in
music.
Takemitsu had nobody to teach him anything about music, nor could he play any
instrument very well. In spite of Takemitsu’s decision to become a composer, he still wanted to
be able to play the piano, which was difficult to do because he did not own a piano and had to
teach himself to play. After the war, it was rare to find pianos around because many had been
burned in the bombings. Whenever Takemitsu was wandering around his neighborhood and
heard the sound of the piano, he would knock on the door and asked the people who lived there if
he could play on their piano for some time. According to Takemitsu, nobody said no to his
request, even though they did not know each other at all. He even made a keyboard out of
cardboard and carried it with him everywhere he went and moved his fingers on it when he

9

Ibid., 10.

7

found time. In difficult times as a poor teenager, Takemitsu did everything he could think of to
follow his dream.
Musical Influences
Although Takemitsu had many obstacles along the way and many reasons to give up his
dream, there were many people he met over the course of his career who helped him to succeed
as a composer. In A Memoir of Toru Takemitsu, his wife, Asaka, says that “Toru owed so much
of his success to those people who helped him; he indeed had many friends.”10 He had many
friends from a variety of professions. A group of Japanese composers encouraged Takemitsu.
Working with other artists in “Jikken Kobo” (The Experimental Workshop) was something new
and creative. Finally, encountering composers from around the world who showed interest in
Eastern music and Japan brought opportunities for Takemitsu’s music to be performed
internationally.
Japanese composers
When Takemitsu’s passion for composing grew, so did his ambition to become the first
Japanese composer to write symphonies and concertos. He wanted to be the first “Beethoven” in
Japan.11 Takemitsu soon found out that he was not the first when he went to his first classical
concert in Japan. There, he encountered a beautiful violin sonata written by a Japanese
composer, Yasuji Kiyose, who became one of the first important figures in Takemitsu’s life.
Through Kiyose, Takemitsu met other Japanese composers, such as Fumio Hayasaka, Jouji
Yuasa, and Kuniharu Akiyama. Kiyose and Hayasaka were the first two composers who

10

A. Takemitsu, A Memoir of Toru Takemitsu, 3.

11

Otomo, Takemitsu Toru, 37-38.

8

mentored Takemitsu as a young composer. Through the relationships Takemitsu developed with
them, his dream of becoming a composer slowly turned into reality.
The way Takemitsu met Kiyose was a result of Takemitsu’s persistence. After attending
his first concert, which he managed to get into without having money to buy a ticket, Takemitsu
insisted on meeting Kiyose. People who worked with Kiyose gave Takemitsu the address and a
map to his house. Perhaps, it may have been the period in Japan in which Takemitsu lived that
allowed people to give out personal information freely. Takemitsu visited Kiyose at his house
and begged him to become his teacher. Although Takemitsu was able to see Kiyose’s works and
speak with him about music, Kiyose never taught him composition technique. Kiyose himself
was also mainly self-taught, and he advised Takemitsu to compose freely. Both Kiyose and
Hayasaka spent time with Takemitsu. Takemitsu remembered them treating him with respect and
listening to him although Takemitsu had not published a single composition yet. Neither one of
them taught Takemitsu composition, but Takemitsu was influenced by their sincere character as
people.
While he continued to study music theory and forms on his own and spend time with
Kiyose and Hayasaka, Takemitsu attempted to get admitted into a music school in Japan. He
never revealed which school he applied to. It was the winter of 1948, the year Takemitsu turned
eighteen. Takemitsu passed the first stage of the entrance exam but ended up failing the second
exam; therefore, he failed to get into the school. From that moment on, he was devoted to
teaching himself to compose no matter what. Takemitsu believed that:
People who pursue performing careers need to be taught proper technique; however,
composition cannot be taught. You can learn about sonata form or symphony or the
history of forms that developed in Western classical music, but the most important thing

9

in a composer is how much they love music. Also, you must have an ability to bring out
the sound that you hear on the inside.12
Another opportunity that came to Takemitsu because of his relationship with the two
composers was for one of his compositions to be performed for the first time. It was a concert
directed by Kiyose and Hayasaka. Takemitsu’s composition, “二つのレント” (Lento in due
movement) was performed. It did not earn a good response from the audience. The music was not
familiar to Japanese people’s ears, and so caused negative critiques. Takemitsu got discouraged
by them, but this turned out to be a good experience for him and led to more encounters with
other Japanese musicians such as Yuasa and Akiyama. Takemitsu was twenty years of age when
he made his debut as a composer.
Jikken Kobo (The Experimental Workshop)
A group of people that Takemitsu worked with, called Jikken Kobo (The Experimental
Workshop), also inspired and molded Takemitsu into the composer he was to become. In this
experience, Takemitsu was able to utilize and challenge his creativity. The group was established
from simple gatherings with Takemitsu’s friends from his former school and their friends.
Although Takemitsu stopped attending high school after the war, he still kept in touch with some
fellow students. They all happened to share the same interests as Takemitsu, and among them
were a composer, writers, playwrights, craftsmen, and other artists. This group eventually
became known as the Experimental Workshop.
Their ambition was to create something new without traditional constraints and to present
their works to the public. Such vision was achieved through a compositional method known as

12

Ibid., 46-47: 演奏技術は教えることができるし、その教育も必要です。しかし、作曲を教える
ことはできないと思います。ソナタ形式とか、交響曲とか、西洋音楽が歴史的に創り上げた形式の概観
を教えることはできるでしょうが、作曲にとって一番大切なことは、どれだけ音楽を愛しているかであ
り、また自分の内面に耳を傾け何かを聴き出そうとする姿勢だと思います。

10

Musique concrète, which had been developed in the 1940s by the French composer Pierre
Schaeffer.13 The method utilized sounds that were recorded on tape. According to Takemitsu, he
was already using this method before he heard of Pierre Schaeffer.14 Takemitsu was just glad to
know that somebody else had thought about experimenting with sounds like he was. Takemitsu
and his group in the Experimental Workshop recorded on tape the sounds of instruments, nature,
water, etc., on tape and created unique sounds by cutting, pasting or even playing the sounds
backwards. One of the first works that the Experimental Workshop presented was a ballet titled
“生きる喜び” (The joy of life) based on Picasso’s painting The Joy of Life. One of the members
wrote the synopsis and another did the staging. Takemitsu and another member named Hiroyoshi
Suzuki composed the music, which was performed by an orchestra. It is not specified what
orchestra they hired. Up to this point, Takemitsu had written pieces only using a violin and a
piano; therefore, he listened to and studied orchestra compositions written by his favorite
composers, particularly Debussy, as well as getting advice and help from his fellow musicians.
Using the method of Musique concrète, Takemitsu produced numerous compositions, and they
have been successfully used in Japanese movies, theater, ballet, and animations. This type of
composition was suitable for a composer like Takemitsu, who was able to explore the sound
world through this experience, expanding his creativity and compositional ideas.
Western Composers
Several Western and American composers made a big impression on Takemitsu,
particularly Claude Debussy, Igor Stravinsky, Olivier Messiaen, and John Cage. There are other
composers he admired, such as Morton Feldman and Luigi Nono. Debussy, Stravinsky,
13

Grove Music Online, s.v. “Schaeffer, Pierre,” by Francis Dhomon, accessed October 31, 2019,
www.oxfordmusiconline.com.
14

Otomo, Takemitsu Toru, 60-61.
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Messiaen, and John Cage all showed interest in Eastern music. Although Takemitsu had heard
his father playing records of jazz music often when he was a child, French music, especially by
Debussy and Messiaen, was the first that influenced Takemitsu in his early years as a composer.
Takemitsu listened to and studied Debussy’s music from the beginning of his pursuit in
music. He was fascinated with Debussy’s orchestration, and that had an impact on his
compositional technique for decades. Takemitsu, in Confronting Silence, made a remark about
how much he learned from the music of Debussy:
Of course, I studied in my own way, but I think of him as my great mentor. While his
music can be analyzed in different ways, his greatest contribution was his unique
orchestration, which emphasizes color, light, and shadow. Unlike the orchestration of
German composers, that of Debussy has many musical focuses. Of course, he was
European with sensibilities different from mine, yet he learned from both Japan and the
West, and his individuality created a unique sense of orchestration. And that is what I
learned from him.15
Another reason why Takemitsu found such a connection to Debussy’s compositions is
because of the musical relationship that Takemitsu saw between Debussy’s music and Japanese
traditional music. Takemitsu explains that each note has a certain color (not explained is whether
he means literal color or sound) as well as a function of its own. Both Debussy and Japanese
traditional music composers are very sensitive about listening to and identifying the sounds of
notes and utilizing them to fit their proper functions. Many characteristics of Debussy’s
orchestral writings are reflected in Takemitsu’s orchestral writing, which will be discussed in
chapter 4 of this document.
Takemitsu’s music does not resemble that of Igor Stravinsky, however, it is worth
mentioning that Stravinsky played an important role as the first one to have helped Takemitsu be
recognized internationally as a composer. He was the composer to praise Takemitsu’s
15

Toru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, trans. and ed. Yoshiko Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995), 110.

12

compositions, particularly “弦楽のためのレクイエム” (Requiem pour orchestre à
cordes) written in 1957. Although it caught hardly anybody’s attention at the time it was written,
Stravinsky heard the piece while visiting Japan in 1959 and remarked on its intensity of sound
written by a man of such petite stature.16 Takemitsu then was invited to a party and had the
opportunity to meet the composer. Stravinsky spread Takemitsu’s reputation in America and
Europe, and Takemitsu started to gain world-wide recognition as a composer.
Messiaen was as much a teacher to Takemitsu as Debussy, in that Takemitsu integrated
many of Messiaen’s musical ideas into his compositions. Messiaen’s piano music was introduced
to Takemitsu by the Japanese composer Toshi Ichiyanagi in the early 1950s.17 Ichiyanagi had
just come back from studying composition in America, and he showed Takemitsu Messaien’s
scores. Takemitsu immediately fell in love with Messiaen’s piano music and started to compose
using Messiaen’s writing techniques. One of these, the modes of limited transposition, can be
seen in Takemitsu’s first compositions, including Lento in due movement, as well as in many
other compositions he wrote throughout his life. Takemitsu’s Quatrain was written with the
same instrumentation as Messiaen’s Quatuor pour la fin du temps. Takemitsu met Messiaen in
1972 when he went to Paris.18 Takemitsu regarded Messiaen as one of the most important
composers of contemporary music.
Another composer who influenced Takemitsu was John Cage. Cage had an impact on
Takemitsu as well as other Japanese composers because he introduced something completely

16

Otomo, Takemitsu Toru, 82.

17

Noriko Ohtake, Creative Sources for the Music of Toru Takemitsu (Aldershot, Hampshire: Scolar Press,

1993), 7.
18

Takashi Tachibana, 武満徹音楽創造への旅 (Takemitsu Toru: Ongakusozohenotabi: Toru Takemitsu:
Journey to the creation of music) (Japan: Bungeishunju Press, 2016), 731.

13

new to the classical medium. It was August of 1961 when Cage’s music was first introduced to
Japan.19 In the 1960s, Takemitsu was looking to find a clearer direction for his musical career.
At the time, he was using twelve-tone technique, which he found difficult and in which he felt
bound by rules. When Takemitsu heard John Cage’s Winter Music, it was eye opening for him.
He did not know music could be written with such freedom.20
Takemitsu had such admiration for John Cage, not only because they became close
friends, but because they also shared similar views and philosophies on the meanings of sounds.
John Cage challenged listeners to listen for a different spectrum of sounds, and to accept all
kinds of vibrations as musical sound.21 Takemitsu noted in many interviews the boundless
appreciation he had for John Cage and how Cage taught him that music is never removed from
life.

19

Ibid., 395.

20

Ibid., 398.

21

Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, 27.
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CHAPTER 3
JAMES JOYCE AND FINNEGANS WAKE
James Joyce (1882-1941) is an Irish writer known for writing complexity in the
interpretation of the language and its meaning, especially in his famous novels Ulysses and
Finnegans Wake. An amateur musician, Joyce was an accomplished tenor and loved music
throughout his life. He loved beautiful singing melodies, particularly by Bellini, operas by
Purcell, and Elizabethan music, but disliked most of the contemporary composers of his time.1
He always perceived music from a singer’s perspective. Joyce was always supportive of any
singers from Ireland who had successful careers internationally. His love for music is said to
have been reflected in his writing. According to Paul Griffiths:
the musicality of Joyce’s prose, his attention to sound and rhythm, is ubiquitous, and
in Finnegans Wake phonetic (and visual) considerations are as important as meaning and
etymology in the construction of a language of polyglot pun and neologism. Some have
seen this work as a composition based on musical principles and in particular on the
leitmotif technique of Wagner.2
It seemed as if Joyce’s love for songs and his musical ability were inseparable from his writing.
Louis Gillet, who knew Joyce in Paris, said “For Joyce a sentence was not severable from its
melodic qualities.”3 He even composed musical settings of his own poem, Bid Adieu.
Joyce’s knowledge and giftedness in music, as well as in writing, is one reason why Joyce was
discussed among some avant-garde musicians.
In the summer music courses held in Darmstadt in Germany, James Joyce was of interest
among the avant-garde composers emerging in Europe. Such composers included Pierre Boulez,
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Luciano Berio, and John Cage.4 These composers were intrigued by the works of Joyce and often
incorporated the writer’s texts into their own compositions. Before Takemitsu, Berio and Cage
were among the first ones to incorporate Joyce’s works in their compositions. It was likely
through his relationship to Cage that Takemitsu came across Joyce’ works. Like other avantgarde composers, Takemitsu was inspired by several phrases from Finnegans Wake and wrote
three compositions during the period of his water image series in the 1980s. A Way a lone, Far
Calls. Coming Far, and riverrun are all taken either from the ending paragraph of the last chapter
or the beginning paragraphs of the first chapter of the novel. The reason why Takemitsu liked
James Joyce is because what Takemitsu did with music, Joyce did with words. Takemitsu says:
People enjoy reading T. S. Elliott’s poems. However, when you study his works word for
word, you find layers of codes. If you try to explain the meaning behind every word, you
can write a book just on that. It’s like he is challenging the reader to understand the
philosophy behind words. Not only T. S. Elliott, but I think James Joyce was like that
too. I believe I do that too, but with music. It is a bit different with music. No matter what
philosophy or reasoning there is behind it, it means nothing if the listeners cannot be
moved with feelings through my music.5
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き換えて説明してしまうんです。
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Finnegans Wake
Finnegans Wake is the last and the most difficult work written by James Joyce.6 The
work consists of four books split into a series of chapters. According to Henry Morton Robinson
and Joseph Campbell:
Finnegans Wake is a mighty allegory of the fall and resurrection of mankind. It is a
strange book, a compound of fable, symphony, and nightmare—a monstrous enigma
beckoning imperiously from the shadowy pits of sleep. Its mechanics resemble those of a
dream, a dream which has freed the author from the necessities of common logic and has
enabled him to compress all periods of history, all phases of individual and racial
development, into a circular design, of which every part is beginning, middle, and end.7
Specifically, for this research, I will discuss the opening and ending paragraphs of the novel.
The beginning paragraph of Book I reads:
riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a
commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs.8
The last paragraph of Book IV reads:
We pass through grass behush the bush to. Whish! A gull. Gulls. Far calls. Coming far!
End here. Finn, again! Take. Bussoftlhee, mememormee! Till thousendsthee. Lps. The
keys to. Given! A way a lone a last a loved a long the9
A unique part of the novel is that the beginning word “riverrun” is not capitalized. It is a
continuation from the last paragraph of Book IV. Thus, this work is a cycle where there is no
clear beginning, middle, and end. According to Robinson and Campbell:
For the book is composed in a circle; the last word flows into the first, Omega merges
into Alpha, and the rosary of history begins all over again. “riverrun” is more than a clue
to the circling plan of Finnegans Wake; it characterizes the essence of the book itself.
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For in this work, both space and time are fluid; meanings, characters, and vocabulary
deliquesce in constant fluxion.10
The Cambridge Companion to James Joyce states about the opening paragraph that
Thus begins James Joyce’s last work, figuratively and thematically in mid-stream. The
sinuous sentence, the swerving phrase, continues a journey: by water, by bodily fluid, by
verbal fluency. If we, the readers, are encompassed in the ambiguous “brings us,” then
we can begin to understand why the voice of that opening sounds so like the narration of
a tour guide. For we have no way of knowing where we are, as readers, are situated in
this opening. Are we on a boat in the river Liffey in Dublin, or are we inside a human
body; are we at the beginning of time, or in the eternal present of every human utterance?
The opening of Finnegans Wake drops us, without map, clock, compass, glossary, or
footnotes, into an unknown verbal country, and the voice of the tour guide, alas, speaks
their language rather than ours, although we catch enough cognates to keep from
drowning altogether in that verbal stream.11
The language of James Joyce creates ambiguity and uncertainty of time and place; therefore, it is
also like a dream because in a dream, “you no longer know who you are because you do not
know if you are the self who thinks conscious thoughts, or the self who produces the strange,
distorted, alien images of your dreams revealing that you know things you did not know you
knew.”12 These suggestions from the English commentaries are useful in comparing to
Takemitsu and his composition, riverrun.
Takemitsu’s Knowledge of Finnegans Wake
Takemitsu was not fluent in English; and he himself said that he was not capable of
comprehending such a complex work as Finnegans Wake.13 The only way Takemitsu had access
to studying and understanding James Joyce’s works was through a Japanese partial translation of
the work and a Japanese commentary. It is also possible that Takemitsu talked about the work
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with other people such as John Cage. Both Takemitsu and Cage used Joyce’s texts in their
compositions and they were good friends. Peter Burt noted Takemitsu’s insufficient ability to
comprehend Joyce’s work:
Joyce’s notoriously difficult final novel, from which these titles are quotations, might
seem an unlikely source of inspiration for a composer such as Takemitsu, and not
simply on account of the formidable problems it presents for a would-be Japanese
reader. Euro- and logo-centric, Joyce’s densely layered, multilingual complexity
appears to lie at the opposite pole from Takemitsu’s anti-academic aesthetics, and
it is therefore no surprise to learn that the composer’s reading of the work is a
highly personal one. Indeed, precisely because “it is so difficult for me to
comprehend this almost unreadable novel in the original language” Takemitsu
had “no choice but to form my own image with the help of translation into
Japanese and other literary commentaries.”14
There were two sources available during the time Takemitsu wrote A Way Alone, Far Calls.
Coming Far!, and riverrun. These were James Joyce: Finnegans Wake, a partial translation by
Yukio Suzuki, Ryo Nonaka, Osamu Konno, Kayo Fujii, Ritsuko Nagasakata, and Naoki
Yanagise, and a commentary World Literature: Joyce by Masayoshi Osawa. Although a portion
of Finnegans Wake was translated into Japanese, because of the great difference in the two
languages, no Japanese translation can do justice to Joyce’s writing.
The Japanese commentary explains the meanings of certain important words this way.
The word “Far” means distance. But in Denmark, it also means Father.15 Therefore, Takemitsu
wrote “Far calls. Coming Far!” for his daughter, thinking of himself calling his daughter.16 Also,
the river is Dublin’s River Liffey but the name also refers to a female character, Ana Liv. “the”
at the very end of the chapter is an article that connects to the first word “riverrun,” defining the
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novel’s cyclic nature. According to Joyce himself, the article “the” has a smooth sound and is the
least accented of all the words that are also a significant part of Joyce’ writing.17
In the commentary to the Japanese translation, the editors explain that the first word
“riverrun” has multiple layers of meaning. It represents the human history of Adam and Eve.
Howth Castle and Environs equals HCE, meaning Here Comes Everybody.18 The Liffey river
(represented as a female character, Universal Woman) eventually unites with the sea (Universal
Man), often interpreted as a male and female relationship. These statements from the
commentary suggest that Takemitsu understood the novel’s representation of the beginning of
human existence, relationships, and life. The translators note that “the novel is full of polylingual
puns, allusions, and dream symbolisms.” This could explain why Takemitsu was drawn to these
texts. The novel was an “appropriate cornerstone for Takemitsu’s music.”19
As mentioned earlier, Takemitsu was inspired to write water images in the 1980s. Water
can be seen in so many aspects and forms of life such as the river, the ocean, lakes, etc. The
greatest representation of water to Takemitsu is human life.20
Another significance of the title of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake is also mentioned in the
Japanese commentary. It is stated that Finnegans Wake was probably derived from the
Dubliner’s Irish Folk song, Finnegan’s Wake.21 Knowing that Joyce was a musician himself, this
assumption by the commentators is very likely. The lyrics of the folk song are:
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Tim Finnegan lived in Walkin Street
A gentle Irishman, mighty odd
He’d a beautiful brogue so rich and sweet
And to rise in the world he carried a hod
You see he’d a sort of the tipp’ lin’ way
With the love of the liquor, poor Tim was born
And to help him on with his work each day
He’d a drop of the craythur every morn
Whack fol the da, now, dance to your partner
Welt the floor your trotters shake
Wasn't it the truth I tell you
Lots of fun at Finnegan’s wake
One mornin’ Tim was rather full
His head felt heavy, which made him shake
He fell from the ladder and he broke his skull
And they carried him home his corpse to wake
They rolled him up in a nice clean sheet
And laid him out upon the bed
With a gallon of whiskey at his feet
And a barrel of porter at his head
His friends assembled at the wake
And Mrs. Finnegan called for lunch
First they brought in tay and cake
Then pipes, tobacco and whiskey punch
Biddy O’Brien began to cry
“Such a nice clean corpse did you ever see?
Tim Mavourneen why did you die?”
“Arrah hold your gob” said Paddy McGee
Then Maggie O'Connor took up the job
“O Biddy,” says she “you’re wrong I'm sure”
Biddy gave her a belt in the gob
And left her sprawling on the floor
Then the war did soon engage
It was woman to woman and man to man
Shillelagh law was all the rage
And a row and a ruction soon began
Then Mickey Maloney raised his head
When a bucket of whiskey flew at him
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It missed and falling on the bed
The liquor scattered over Tim
Tim revives, see how he rises
Timothy rising from the bed
Said “Whirl your whiskey around like blazes
Thundering Jesus, do you think I'm dead?”22
The translators/authors of the commentary explain from this song that Wake has a dual
meaning, a person’s death and a person awaking.23 By removing the apostrophe, Joyce made the
word “Finnegans” have his own meaning, Finn=end, and Again.24 The Japanese commentary
notes that it is a novel that contains death and the reappearing of rebirth, another representation
of a cycle.
Wake can also mean the waves that a boat leaves behind it as it slices through water,
which is something that can appear and disappear. In this scenario, the Japanese commentary
states, it is as if a reader is on a ship that is sailing without direction. In all definitions of Wake,
the word has to do with appearing and disappearing of something or someone. Takemitsu had
access to all of this information when reading the commentaries in Japanese. These meanings of
the title Finnegans Wake and riverrun serve as clues to what Takemitsu could have imagined
when composing riverrun.
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CHAPTER 4
FINNEGANS WAKE AND TAKEMITSU’s riverrun
This chapter explores relationship between Joyce’s novel and Takemitsu’s riverrun. One
reason I chose to study riverrun is because of its unique relationship to Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.
My initial thought was that there must be some connection to the text or programmatic elements
to the piece since the title was taken from the novel. I chose to use the word “explore” because
Takemitsu did not leave direct explanations on how riverrun relates to Finnegans Wake. Thus,
my goal in this chapter is to lay out the possible programmatic elements in riverrun based upon
Takemitsu’s philosophies and the knowledge he had about the novel.
Asuka Takemitsu’s Takemitsu Toru: Collection 5 contains brief program notes on many
of Takemitsu’s compositions. They are all written in Japanese and the book does not indicate
whether the program notes were written by Takemitsu himself. It stated the following on
riverrun:
The piece has to do with water images. This piece is based on the idea of a tributary that
flows through night scenery headed towards the sea of tonality. A simple motive that
consists of major 3rds and major 7ths gradually scatters/disperses into different melodic
ideas. These melodic ideas crash with each other, but won’t resolve. They continue to
generate and disappear and yet recover again.1
Several books contain in-depth analyses of several of Takemitsu’s compositions. In
Takemitsu’s book Dream and Number, he showed his compositional strategies and constructions
in several compositions such as A Flock Descends into the Pentagonal Garden, Far calls.
Coming Far!, and Arc for Piano and Orchestra. Although Takemitsu never discussed riverrun,
1
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this book was useful to understand his composing thought process. Takemitsu’s ultimate desire
was for his music to be heard.2 He believed that “program notes place emphasis on reading and
may interfere with the actual hearing of music.”3
Noriko Ohtake wrote that Takemitsu’s works for piano and orchestra are manifestations
of some of Takemitsu’s prominent philosophical beliefs.4 Takemitsu was never bound by
compositional regulations and rules; therefore, he freely expressed the sounds inspired by such
elements that were inspirational to him. In riverrun, Takemitsu’s philosophies on Dream and
Number, Water and Japanese gardens are reflected. Dream, Number, and Water were important
themes in Takemitsu’s compositions, particularly in the 1980s, and Japanese gardens influenced
his orchestral and formal structures. Discussion of these elements in riverrun will serve as keys
to exploring the possible programmatic meanings of the piece in relation to Joyce’s Finnegans
Wake.
Dream, Number, and Water
Takemitsu started writing compositions related to dream, number, and water themes in
the mid-1970s, and riverrun is one of the compositions with a water theme.
Ohtake Noriko explains in her book Toru Takemitsu, that:
According to Takemitsu, Dream and Number are opposing forces, with Dream
representing an indeterminate form, and Number defining the form. The inclination for
the undefined (Dream) and the conscious desire for the defined (Number) form a duality
that activates Takemitsu’s composition. Water ideologically unites Dream and Number as
an intermediary.5
2
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Water, as a mediator between Dream and Number, naturally comprises multitudinous
factors, and is able to embrace even those antagonistic elements. The fact that water has
many different natural states is metaphorical in Takemitsu’s music: “Water is like a
sound” (it cannot be decomposed), “the sea is like music” (its tidal currents produce
waves). Knowing its mineral property, man perceives water as a living entity, and sounds
that are merely physical wavelengths express human emotions and aesthetics. As rain,
lakes, rivers and seas reflect merely transient states of water, musical compositions are
only the transitory shapes of sounds, and therefore never-ending. Takemitsu at times
desires to give a boundary to what is infinite.6
To Takemitsu, dream can also refer to vague urges within him that he sought to clarify musically
through something as simple as number.7 There are several ways that the idea of “dream” is
expressed through riverrun and Takemitsu’s music in general. One, the titles of Takemitsu’s
music show strong influences of a “dream,” which is an ambiguous and vague form.8 Although
we have clues from the title riverrun that it has to do with water, the title itself does not reveal
any other programmatic elements of the piece, thus leaving us with ambiguity as in a “dream.”
Secondly, the dream theme is shown through fragments of musical ideas that are juxtaposed with
one another.9 One way Takemitsu achieved this idea is through the use of rests creating an image
of discontinuity. Rests and fragments of musical ideas reflect Takemitsu’s philosophy on forms,
which will be discussed in the latter part of this chapter.
Based upon the program note on riverrun from Takemitsu Toru: Collection 5, 3 and 7 are
the first two important numbers that can be recognized in the piece because of the major 3rd and
major 7th intervals that are part of the main motive and used throughout the piece. There is no
definite answer as to why Takemitsu chose these two intervals within the main theme. However,
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we know that these numbers represented a particular color that Takemitsu was hearing or seeing
when writing riverrun because in Takemitsu’s mind, “numbers always represented color and
light.”10
Water Motive: Sea of Tonality
The “Sea of Tonality” is one of the most famous intervallic combinations of pitches that
Takemitsu used to symbolize water images. Takemitsu explained in Confronting Silence that:
The “sea” is Eb (Es in German nomenclature)-E-A, a three-note ascending motive
consisting of a half step and a perfect fourth. This is extended upward from A with two
major thirds and one minor third. Thus, the A-major and Db-major triads in the ascending
pattern have a very bright quality when compared to the darker inversion, which,
descending from Ab, had two minor triads, G-D-Bb and Bb-Gb-Eb. Using these patterns
I set the “sea of tonality” from which many pantonal chords flow.11
The word “Pantonal” suggests the theories of George Russell, who uses the term to describe the
manner in which a tonally chromatic music may be achieved by an accumulation of modally
derived materials.12 Example 1 below illustrates the sea motive.13

Figure 1. The S-E-A motive. Toru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, trans. and ed. Yoshiko
Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley: Fallen Leaf Press, 1995), 111.
10
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Takemitsu also used this combination of pitches in its transpositions or retrograde positions in
many of his water theme compositions. Far calls. Coming far! is most often used as an example
of a piece built upon the Sea of Tonality.
This sea of tonality in its exact intervallic pitches “(016)” is not predominant in the
construction of riverrun, but because the piece is part the water series, it is worth mentioning.
There are several places where the first three pitches of the motive are used in transposition.
Example 1a shows a glissando-like passage played by the piano. The first three notes B-C-F
(016) in the right hand are the same intervals of Eb-E-A (016). You can identify a transposed EbE-A in the Example 1b, C-C#-F# (016), in the first three notes of the top voice.

Example 1a. Toru Takemitsu, riverrun for piano and orchestra (Tokyo: Schott Music C., 1984),
m. 17. Used with permission.
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Example 1b. Takemitsu, riverrun, m. 123. Used with permission.
Japanese Gardens
Takemitsu loved the Japanese strolling gardens. In Japanese, this is called the
“kaiyushiki” garden. There are many important elements to Japanese gardens such as the trees,
flowers, rocks, sand, ponds, and fish. He liked gardens because they “do not reject people. There
one can walk freely, pause to view the entire garden, or gaze at a single tree. Plant, rock, and
sand show changes, constant changes.”14 Takemitsu’s love for the Japanese strolling garden
reflected his philosophy about orchestration and form in his music. Takemitsu stated:
The ordinary concert hall is built with the expectation that the orchestra will be blended
into a single instrumental sound. I am much more interested in an orchestra that, in any
given moment, can create as many different sounds as possible. For example, we can
think of the orchestra as a garden, especially as a “garden for strolling,” the popular
Japanese landscape garden that has a variety of aspects, all in harmony without a single
detail overly assertive. This is the aesthetic I wish to capture in music. In such a garden
things sparkle in the sunlight, become somber when it is cloudy, change color in rain, and
change form in the wind. That is the way I wish my orchestra to be. I wish to face the
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orchestra with my own expression, to create my own multiply focused musical garden
that still reflects a greater world.15
Figure 2 is a sketch of a garden that Takemitsu drew.16

Figure 2. Takemitsu’s sketch of a garden. Toru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, trans. and ed.
Yoshiko Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley: Fallen Leaf Press, 1995), 120.
This sketch was written specifically for a piece called Arc for Piano and Orchestra. In this piece,
Takemitsu picked the solo piano as the stroller (performed by a Japanese pianist, Yuji
Takahashi), and different groups of instruments represented each element that belonged to the
garden. For example, in certain passages, Takemitsu used strings to represent the earth.17 Rocks
and stones, which in a Japanese garden symbolize the sea or the universe, were represented by
low-sounding instruments.18 Although Takemitsu may not have used this exact method for all
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other works for orchestra and solo instrument, the idea inspired by Takemitsu’s philosophy on
Japanese gardens was also carried out in riverrun.
Use of orchestra in riverrun
When Takemitsu wrote for orchestra and solo instrument, he never called it a concerto
because it is not intended to show off a soloist’s virtuosity. Takemitsu treated each instrumental
group of the orchestra as having a unique role and adding another color and sonority to an
ensemble. The instruments used for riverrun are: three flutes (II = doubling piccolo, III =
doubling alto flute in G), three oboes (III = doubling English horn), four clarinets in B-flat (II =
doubling piccolo clarinet in E-flat, IV = contrabass clarinet in B-flat), three bassoons (III =
doubling double bassoon), the brass section comprised of four French horns in F, three trumpets
(I = trumpet in D, II and III = trumpet in C), three trombones. Celesta, two harps, four percussion
players (I = Glockenspiel, timpani, II = vibraphone, III = tubular-bells, marimba, IV = 3 tamtams, timpani), 14 first violins, 12 second violins, 10 violas, 8 violoncellos, and 6 double basses,
and finally solo piano.
The string section often plays sustained lines against a moving piano line or in unison
with the piano. When the strings are used to double the melodic lines in the piano part, this
enhances the melodic line as well as giving more legato and forwardness to the flow of the
chromatic line. Example 2 shows a few passages where the strings are doubling the piano part.
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Example 2a. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 37-40. Used with permission.
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Example 2b. Takemitsu, riverrun mm. 41-50. Used with Permission
Throughout the piece, Takemitsu also carefully indicates changes between con sordino
and senza sordino, sul tasto, the use of harmonics and other musical markings, which shows the
composer’s detailed attention to changes of sounds to fit the character of each section of the
piece.
32

Takemitsu used Arc for Piano and Orchestra to demonstrate how he used strings to
represent sand (ground) and clay. He explained
Sand and clay, the basic elements of this garden, are represented by a constant sound of
strings. This constant is not used as undercoat, as in a Western painting, to emphasize
other details, but exists in a way similar to the metagalaxy that surrounds our planet.
Conveniently the strings are there, always sounding, representing eternity and infinity.
They are the most suitable instruments to express the continuous sound of the sho.19
Takemitsu used the term “metagalaxy” to express a mass of sounds played by the strings.20
Figure 3 shows the first violin passage from Arc for Piano and Orchestra, which is an example
of the use of strings that Takemitsu referred to as metagalaxic sound.

Figure 3. Metagalaxic sound in Arc for Piano and Orchestra. Noriko Ohtake, The Creative
Sources for the Music of Toru Takemitsu (Aldershot, Hampshire: Scolar Press, 1993), 92.
19
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Similar use of strings is seen in riverrun, as shown in Example 3. Example 3a shows an Albertibass-like passage similar to the first six lines of the first violin in Figure 3. This relates back to
the metagalaxy idea. Example 3b shows each group of the string section playing a distinctive line.
Although the example from riverrun is not written in as large or thick texture as the example in
Figure 3, the representation of strings as sand (ground), metagalaxy, and infinity can also be seen
in the piece.

Example 3a. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 128-29. Used with permission.
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Example 3b. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 145-50. Used with permission.
According to Takemitsu, these sounds of strings are also intended to express the the sound of the
musical instrument the sho.
Sound on the sho is produced by inhaling and exhaling. The resultant sound,
continuous and without attack, does not generate external beats, but awakens an
internal latent rhythm. Delicately swaying clusters of sound reject the concept of
everyday time. I now recall Pierre Reverdy saying, “Only silence is eternal.”
Creating sound by inhaling and exhaling results in an unbroken continuity. 21
The a mouth-blown organ is not used in riverrun, but Takemitsu tried to use the strings to
produce a similar sound of unbroken continuity. The continuous sound by the strings in riverrun
is present to give support (like the representation of sand/ground in the garden) to the piano,
adding depth to an atmospheric sound.
Takemitsu’s choice of percussion instruments (glockenspiel, vibraphone, xylophone)
gives vivid echoing sound effects that are suitable for creating dreamy sounds and brightness.
The woodwinds are often used to project notes in the high register. The use of harmonics and
portamento in the oboe section for example, adds gentleness to the sound (see Example 4).
21

Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, 7.
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Example 4. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm.17-19. Used with permission.
Takemitsu utilized the ability of brass to cut through the orchestral fabric, and also included
markings such as bouché cuivré and “sounds from far beyond” to create the muffled nasal
sounds that Takemitsu wanted for this section of the piece, which again shows Takemitsu’s
careful attention to sonority (Example 5).” This marking, “sounds from far beyond” can relate
back to the important meaning of the text “far,” which Takemitsu referred to both distance and
further particularly to his related work, Far calls. Coming Far! Thus, in this passage, Takemitsu
also could have used the brass to represent a voice of someone or something speaking from
distance. Example 5 shows mm. 77-83, about mid-way into the piece. There are many fragments
of a motive that are scattered among woodwinds. The brass has its own line with a distinct
rhythm (triplet) against the woodwinds, which adds a different texture and layer of sound to this
section of the piece. There are many perfect 4th interval and some SEA motives are also seen in
this section.

36

Example 5. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 77-83. Used with permission.
Example 5 shows how a short thematic motive is repeated (like an echo) and dispersed
among woodwinds. Starting from clarinet II in m. 79, this five-note motive, which is the SEA
motive, is played alternately by oboe, then flute, then first clarinet, then oboe and flute together.
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This creates a conversational passage among the instruments: It sounds like a conversation
within nature. This explains what the program note about riverrun stated: That the motive gets
dispersed or scattered throughout the piece and comes back. The returning of the motive happens
when the piano plays the motive by itself in m. 68 and m. 85. Takemitsu’s use of instruments to
create conversational passages also reflects his aesthetic of his music changing colors as
sparkling in the sunlight, somber when it is cloudy, changing color in rain, and changing form in
the wind: A perfect reflection of Takemitsu’s ideas of his music being like the Japanese garden.
This kind of orchestration was also influenced by Debussy. Takemitsu admired
characteristics of Debussy’s orchestration such as the shifting of tone color through the exchange
of instruments with similar tone quality, using different textures and backgrounds to accompany
returning melody, alternating different groups of instruments, and sudden changes of character,
dynamics, texture, and instrumentation.22 All of these techniques and characteristics that were
seen in Debussy’s orchestration are seen in riverrun, which shows the two composers’ similar
perceptions in creating sonority and sounds.
An example of Takemitsu’s use of a motive played by alternating instruments is seen at
the beginning of the piece, where the piano and the orchestra alternate. Mm. 2-3 in the piano part
is the main motive/theme in this piece. This motive is echoed by the flute and percussion. Then
the piano plays it again, then the flute and percussion. A figure played by the strings in m. 12 is
imitated in the last three chords of the piano part in m. 13. These echoing and imitating effects
between piano and the orchestra happen throughout the piece. Example 6 is the first three pages
of the score.

22

Chun-Hsien Chang, “A Study of the Technique and Function of Orchestration in Selected Works of
Claude Debussy: “Prélude à l'après -midi d'un faune,” “Nocturnes,” “La Mer,” and “Pelléas et Mélisande.” (Doctor
of Arts diss., University of Northern Colorado, 2002), 326-27.
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Example 6. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm.1-16. Used with permission.
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Example 6 continued.
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Example 6 continued.
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Example 7 (mm. 17-25) shows Takemitsu’s creation of multiple layers of sound by using
fragments of different rhythmic patterns. The strings are playing long sustained harmony. There
are perfect 4th intervals at three different pitch levels, perhaps related to the SEA idea. The
second group of the first violins play Bb-Eb. The violoncellos are split into two parts, one with
F#-B and the second with C-F. The double basses sustain a low D, and a high E is sustained by
the rest of the first violins. Although the 4ths are consonant intervals, the different intervals
overlap with each other and create chromaticism within the harmony. Above this string section,
the piano plays eighth notes, which changes into triplet melodic lines that contains many 7th
intervals, one of the intervals used in the main motive. The oboe has its own short distinct line
from m. 18 to m. 19 and the Glockenspiel has two completely different rhythmic and melodic
lines in succession starting in m. 20. Harps are playing bisbiglisando in m. 22, and the texture
thickens with the addition of flutes and clarinets. This passage is a good example of Takemitsu’s
use of multi-layering of textures as well as his use of colors.
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Example 7. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 17-25. Used with permission.
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Example 7 continued.
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The Piano
Although orchestra and piano are considered to be equally important in Takemitsu’s
works, the piano is definitely dominant in this piece, which suggests to me that it may be
representing the river (water) and the orchestra representing the surrounding atmosphere of night
scenery. Using the piano as a solo instrument was special to Takemitsu. He had an emotional
connection to the piano from the time in his teens when he heard César Franck’s Prelude,
Chorale et Fugue on a radio broadcast during the occupation by the American army.23
As a pianist, one of the first elements about the piano part that I noticed in riverrun was
passages where the piano part moves rapidly between registers. There are passages in the piano
part where the pianist moves up and down continually through every register of the instrument
like a surge of waves. Some of the passages with arpeggios and groups of grace notes that are
smeared through the pedal can also suggest water-inspired sounds (Examples 8a-8e).

Example 8a. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 12-15. Used with permission.

23

Ohtake, Toru Takemitsu, 76.
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Example 8b. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 53-55. Used with permission.

Example 8c. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 94-97. Used with permission.

Example 8d. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 98-102. Used with permission.
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Example 8e. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 103-105. Used with permission.
Mm. 97-105 is a piano solo, and because of the absence of the orchestra, Takemitsu took
advantage of the registers and timbre of the piano to create a dynamic resonance from the
instrument. Not only did Takemitsu use the full range of registers in these passages, but he also
utilized every pitch that belongs to the twelve tones. Since some pitches are repeated, it is not a
strict twelve-tone piece. Takemitsu’s use of the full piano range and the constant changes of
dynamic level from p to ff create a dynamic wave-like sound. Takemitsu took advantage of the
lower registers of the piano as well. There are multiple times when he uses the lowest register of
the piano to give depth to a dark, gloomy sonority. These low notes are sometimes used as
drones. Takemitsu used four different pitches in the lowest register of the piano, C, D, Eb and B,
alternately throughout the piece. Cello and double basses double these notes to enhance the depth
of their dark sound. An example of this is seen on the second and third pages of the piece (see
Example 6). These drones are also a significant part of creating a circling element of the piece.
Takemitsu used sustained low notes in a following order: C, D, Eb, B, Eb, C, Db, Eb, C, D. The
fact that it ends on D rather than C almost seems incomplete; thus, the use of these low notes
helped to create a unifying cyclic flow.
Another important and unique element in the score is the use of ties that do not lead to
any notes. Example 9 shows what incomplete ties look like.
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Example 9a. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 2-3. Used with permission.

Example 9b. Takemitsu, riverrun, m. 6. Used with permission.
These incomplete ties indicate let the sound vibrate. In fact, held chords with l.v. (let vibrate)
markings are frequently used in other instrumental lines. There are no pedal markings underneath
these incomplete ties, held chords. In Example 9a, the left hand is rolled, which suggests for the
pianist to have to use the pedal to provide a held vibrating sound. In the case of Example 9b, you
can hold the chord by holding the keys longer. Some pianists may choose to use the pedal to give
the chord a richer resonance. Dynamic and accent markings are precisely indicated by the
composer. Example 10 shows the piano part in mm. 51-66. Starting from m. 53 is a solo passage
illustrating subtle variety.
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Example 10. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 51-66. Used with permission.
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These passages also highlight sound decay. One of Takemitsu’s favorite uses of the instrument is
to listen for vibrations within sustained notes and for those vibrating sounds to disappear into
silence.24 Even in such a short passage, you can see details with pedal markings, dynamics and
accents and articulations. M. 61 starts out staccato but then is marked with pedal half way
through the measure. In m. 62, the pedal is to be freely used. If I were playing this passage, I
would change the pedal after each chord. Changing the pedal after each chord will not only help
with slurred sounds, but also prevents any unnecessary blurs. The pedal marking in m. 64 is
interesting. Takemitsu indicated the use of una corda while the piano crescendos from pp to mf.
L.v. is marked only for the accented note (D) at the end of the measure. M. 65 is similar to m. 64
but without una corda, and the crescendo marking moves the dynamic level from p to f.
Although the sound needs to increase, Takemitsu adds “Not Violently,” so that the loudness of
sound will not be interpreted as a harsh sound. Through dynamics and pedal markings,
Takemitsu shows his sensitivity to how he wants each sound to be executed by the pianist.
Although riverrun may not have been written as virtuosically for the piano part as in a
concerto, the use of pedaling is one of the tricky elements in the performance. As the Example
10 shows, there are many detailed changes to the level of dynamics and articulations, and great
skill is required from the pianist to execute a variety of sound colors. Takemitsu makes precise
pedal indications throughout the score. Drones in the piece may require a use of sostenuto pedal
to sustain the low note because it requires both hands to play the notes above the sustained low
note (For example, m. 51). Takemitsu did not indicate pedal markings for the drone notes and
that may be because he did not have to. Even without pedal markings, pianists will have to use
the sostenuto pedal to hold the drone notes through the measure.

24

Takashi Tachibana, 武満徹音楽創造への旅 (Takemitsu Toru: Ongakusozohenotabi: Toru Takemitsu:
Journey to the creation of music) (Japan: Bungeishunju Press, 2016), 754.
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A rest to Takemitsu does not just mean to rest. Rests are part of life within the sound. He
thoroughly thought out how many rests he wanted in places and placed them in music. Thus, he
did not like it when performers make the rests shorter or longer.25 In example 10, m. 65 is the
only measure where both hands are at complete rest for half a measure. The rest here seems like
an end of an idea or a thought that is preparing the listener for a significant change that is
approaching.
Takemitsu creates specific sound effects through his use of dynamics and articulations;
thus, it is important to pay close attention to each detail of his markings. There were times
Takemitsu asked to cancel a concert when he happened to have heard a pianist on the first day of
their rehearsal and the way the pianist was performing his piece was so different from what he
had written in the score.26 It was always frustrating to Takemitsu when the performer changed
the interpretation of the piece by altering any notations that Takemitsu marked in the score.27
Depending on the resonance of the hall, it is likely that performers have to adjust the dynamic
levels, and the way they articulate accents and staccatos will all be affected. Thus, it seems that
Takemitsu’s requirement that performers play his music exactly written can be difficult
sometimes. Perhaps, Takemitsu meant for his music not to be changed by performers so
dramatically from his sound concept of the piece.
Takemitsu had favorite artists whose interpretation pleased him. The renowned pianist
Peter Serkin and his father were good friends of Takemitsu. Peter Serkin, who performed
riverrun in its first performance with the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, was one of the
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Ibid., 754.
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Ibid., 753.
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Ibid., 754.
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few pianists that Takemitsu trusted to perform his pieces.28 When commissioned to write for a
solo instrument with orchestra, Takemitsu usually had a pianist or an instrumentalist (for the
premiere concert) already in mind who understood Takemitsu well enough to properly interpret
his music.29Although Takemitsu expressed his frustration when he heard his pieces performed in
a way completely different from what he wrote in the score, he still wanted people to hear his
music.
Another important element in the solo is the return of the thematic motive. Example 9a
shows the main thematic motive in riverrun. It is a two-measure motive consisting of a major 3rd
and a major 7th. Although this motive is heard throughout the piece in the orchestra background,
there are two times the motive clearly comes back in the piano part in a significant way
(Example 11).
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Ibid., 750.
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Ibid., 621.
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Example 11. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 67-71. Used with Permission.
Example 11 shows the first time the motive comes back in the solo piano in a different
way from the opening. In comparison to the opening, the motive is surrounded by silence. Above
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the sustained low B in the left hand, the right hand plays the melodic line alone with a softer
dynamic level and also a 3rd up in the pattern from the beginning. Although the motive was
introduced in the second measure of the opening, because of its quick introduction there, also
surrounded by other sounds from the orchestra, it was barely heard; so this is the first time
Takemitsu clearly highlights the main motive of this piece. There is a pedaling issue with
sustained low notes in this passage: In order to sustain the low B from mm. 67-69 as well as from
mm.70-71, there is no other way to let the sound carry out as long as indicated except by using
the pedal freely. The pedal marking in m. 62 is there to let the sound of the last chord in m. 67 to
die out. However, as long as the low B is caught with the sostenuto pedal, the note will be carried
out while the right hand plays a returned melody. Given how detailed Takemitsu is with
markings, there is no answer as to why Takemitsu did not say anything about the use of
sostenuto pedal in this section.
The second time the thematic motive comes back, shown in the example 12, the low Eb is
sustained by the piano, cello, and double bass. It is the same calm, serene and quiet atmosphere
as mm. 68-69, but the motivic pitches move up or down to different octave registers, which
makes the motive sound a little scattered. It sounds as if the motive is hiding behind other
sounds, which gives a cloudy effect. The motive is at a different pitch level: the major 3rd is
between the Eb and G and major 7th is heard between the Eb and D. The pitch level of this
motive (Eb-G) blends in with the drone which is Eb and it is also enharmonically related to one
of the pitches used in the motive prior in m. 68 (D#). The same motive is being recreated at
different pitch levels from the beginning of the piece and throughout which sounds as if
Takemitsu is portraying a re-birth idea from the commentary.
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Example 12. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 89-93. Used with permission.
The main motive comes back intermittently. These reappearances of the motive are not
governed by any specific form, but by the feeling of the composer, as if someone is strolling
through the garden and revisiting or having a flashback of the same image. Takemitsu said
“sounds are the means to convey the movement of thought in the composer.”30 This can mean
that riverrun can convey a flow of one’s life, which again evokes the idea of birth/creation.
There is no way of knowing exactly where one’s life will lead, an idea which Takemitsu
translates through the movement of sounds.
Form
Takemitsu had a different perception of musical form than the traditional forms that
people are familiar with. He stated:
Although form is very important to me, how it is realized in sound is more
important. That is, construction and real sound, especially color, are inseparable
in my mind. Theorists tend to think of musical form as notes on paper, as they
30

Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, 17-18.
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search them for the final answer. The resultant sound is my primary concern.
Rather than creating the perfect composition, I am more concerned with an
approach that is closely related to my feelings.31
In my music there is no constant development as in the sonata; instead,
imaginary soundscapes appear. A single element is never emphasized with
development through contrast. The listener need not understand the different
operations discussed here. Actually I have my own theories of structure and
systematic procedure, but I wish to avoid overemphasizing these. My music is
composed as if fragments were thrown together unstructured, as in dreams. You
go to a far place and suddenly find yourself back home without having noticed the
return.32
As Takemitsu mentioned, there is no specific traditional form to describe how riverrun is
structured. Takemitsu also said that “thinking of musical form I think of liquid form. I wish for
musical changes to be as gradual as the tides.” This direct statement from Takemitsu regarding
his thought on form is the best representation of how riverrun is structured. Noticing the gradual
continuity created by the changes of textures in the music and paying attention to the continuous
returning of fragmented ideas help us see how Takemitsu structured this piece.
To briefly explain what goes on between the orchestra and piano, for the first thirty-six
measures, both orchestra and piano are present. Takemitsu then thins out the texture by removing
the rest of the orchestra except for piano and strings, with a few ornaments added by percussion.
Eventually, in m. 53, the piano has its solo moment. After the serene, calm atmosphere at the
reappearance of the main motive in m. 68 (see Example 11), the full orchestra returns in an
ecstatic manner generated by a gradual crescendo into f and ff dynamics. Then, yet again, after
about seven measures of full orchestra, the piece returns to piano and strings with a few sounds
from the clarinet, horn, trumpet and harps, marked pp. There is a constant appearing and
disappearing of the orchestra while the piano part continues, which exemplifies the metaphorical
31

Ibid., 114.
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Ibid., 106.
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meaning of the word “wake,” the appearing and disappearing of life. There is a short cadenzalike (or etude-like) moment before the last big orchestra return in m. 145 (Example 13). The big
orchestra return in m. 145 is the only moment in the piece where the piano has an extended
absence as long as twelve measures. The piece ends in serene, calm sounds with a musical idea
(perfect 5th intervals) that seems completely new and tonal with significant grand pauses at the
end. The music finds its way back home in this passage after the last tutti in m. 151 (Example
16) exemplifying the quote from Takemitsu that his “music is composed as if fragments were
thrown together unstructured, as in dreams. You go to a far place and suddenly find yourself
back home without having noticed the return.” Contrary to a linear, melodious motion which
created a consistent flow of the piece throughout, the musical material in m. 151 is strictly
harmonic among the strings, brass and woodwinds, which suggests its return to something or
even an end of something. The program note explained how the music reaches the sea of
tonality, and he clearly ends the piece in D with no dissonance in the last four measures of the
piece. Although there are some common patterns in the exchanges between the tutti-like
passages and solo piano, Takemitsu presents each section with different rhythmic materials,
textures, and dynamics, thus causing ambiguity and uncertainty in the listeners as to where they
are in the piece, even though we hear the same thematic materials over and over again. Thus,
musically, the piece programmatically relates back to Henry Morton Robinson and Joseph
Campbell’s commentary about Finnegans Wake that it is a circular design, of which every part is
beginning, middle and end.
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Example 13. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 134-44. Used with permission.
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Example 13 continued.
Takemitsu stated that “Westerners, especially today, consider time as linear and
continuity as a steady and unchanging state. But I think of time as circular and continuity as a
constantly changing state.”33 One way Takemitsu creates this continuity as a constant changing
state is through frequent changes of time signature. Also, many phrases start on off beats, which
gives a syncopated motion. In fact, the main motive of this piece, which starts in the second
measure (see Example 6 or 9a), begins on the second eighth of the bar. This syncopated feeling,
and the constant changes of time signature, create a lack of identifiable pulse and a circular and
continual flow, which is a perfect representation of the water image. The form displayed in
riverrun is like water waves of various sizes; gradual changes in the texture of the orchestra,
wave-like passages in the piano part, and disappearing and the reappearing of musical materials
all seem to evoke waves that come to the surface only to disappear again to give space for a new
wave, as “the music wends its way through the scenery of night towards the sea of tonality.”34
Silence
“Silence” is something Takemitsu deeply contemplated and related to his music:

33
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Justin Williams, “Toru Takemitsu, a Gatherer of Sounds: An Analysis of riverrun” (DMA diss.,
Manhattan School of Music, 1997), 63.
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The fear of silence is nothing new. Silence surrounds the dark world of death. Sometimes
the silence of the vast universe hovers over us, enveloping us. There is the intense silence
of birth, the quiet silence of one’s return to the earth. Hasn’t art been the human
creature’s rebellion sound, resisting the silence. By scraping one object against another or
by scouring a surface, pictorial art was born.
Incidentally, is there a contradiction in my reference to confronting silence with silence? I
wish to be aware of the sound of silence in nature. Of course it is all right to replace this
idea with words like “pause,” referring in this instance to those areas of silence in the
Noh drama, or with a word like “spatiality”—but the problems are more serious than the
playing with terms or techniques. What is important is the way we recognize “sound.”35
The use of l.v. markings and wave-like passages in the piece give listeners a sense that
there are many places of silence or pause in the piece. However, in the score, there are actually
very few places of complete silence. The piece ends with a Grand pause, and there is also
another one two measures before that (Example 18). In those two moments, the music
completely stops. The Grand pauses at the end represent death or absence of something or simply
rest, according to Takemitsu’s philosophy. The ending also contains markings such as “Dying
sound” and “smorzando,” which can musically be interpreted as disappearing of breath, ending
of life. This idea I believe can programmatically relate to the cyclic nature of human life—birth
and death. How Takemitsu musically created this cyclic nature of life and death is discussed
below.
Other frequently used sounds in riverrun
Justin William, in his dissertation “Toru Takemitsu, a Gatherer of Sounds: An Analysis
of riverrun,” mentions two important scales used throughout the piece: octatonic scales and
Messiaen’s third mode. He also mentions the use of trichords, which is the sea of tonality.
Example 14 shows scales that he identifies as being used by Takemitsu throughout riverrun.36
The broken triads in the piano part from m. 31 to m. 35 are an example of Takemitsu’s use of
35
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OIII (Example 15). Williams gives other reference to Takemitsu’s use of octatonic scales such as
OII in m. 61 (Example 16).
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14. Scaleswused by Takemitsu in riverrun. Justin Williams, “Toru Takemitsu, a Gatherer
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of Sounds: An Analysis of riverrun” (D.M.A. diss., Manhattan School of Music, 1997), 27.
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Example 15. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 31-35. Used with permission.
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Example 16. Takemitsu, riverrun, m. 61. Used with permission.
Although Williams identifies this measure as an octatonic scale, it is possible that Takemitsu
used the harmonic theories of the American jazz composer George Russell in his book Lydian
Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization. Basically, the book discusses different types of
Lydian scales and teaches you to examine which scale system best fits the chords when
improvising. This system enables jazz musicians to improvise on chords and their
sequences.37Takemitsu had gotten an idea from this book and written pieces (Example, Dorian
Horizon) using the idea of constructing the twelve notes of the octave out of the diatonic steps of
the tonal Dorian mode, its augmentation and diminution as well as the whole-tone
scale.38Although Williams mainly discusses Takemitsu’s use of Octatonic scales, his frequent
use of all twelve notes of the octave scales in many solo piano passages suggests that Takemitsu
was possibly also thinking of the Lydian Chromatic Concept when composing riverrun. In
Example 16, all the pitches of a chromatic scale are used in this measure. A solo passage in
Example 9c shows each measure containing all twelve tones.
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This discussion seems not directly related to the text or programmatic meaning; however,
modal scales were something Takemitsu was fond of. When talking about his piece Dorian
Horizon he stated that he was
seriously interested in the ideal of mode. Moreover, in this instance I chose a mode with
many possibilities—a mode that, beginning as a wide stream, will divide into different
branches. In this mode, the perfect fifth, even if not always present in sound, is at the core
of my musical perception. This interval is very important in acoustical terms, and to the
human perception of sound, it should be regarded as a basic, universal module.39
It is interesting that this perfect fifth interval, which Takemitsu says is the “core of his musical
perception” is what he ends riverrun with (see Example 18). Robinson and Campbell said that
Finnegans Wake suggests the beginning of human existence, the fall and resurrection of
mankind, Adam and Eve. It is a representation of life and death, a universal idea. Perhaps, the
ending with the perfect fifth, a musical sound that is a universal module, is a significant symbol
of universal creation.
Programmatic Elements
riverrun, according to the program note possibly written by Takemitsu himself, is about a
tributary flowing through night scenery into the sea of tonality, which does not seem to have
anything to do with Finnegans Wake except for the water imagery, and the word riverrun.
However, Takemitsu took the idea of the cyclic structure of Finnegans Wake and created a
musically cyclic work. The continual flow of sound Takemitsu created in riverrun to portray the
water theme intensifies the cyclic element of this composition.
The word “riverrun” is a continuation from the ending paragraph of Finnegans Wake.
Takemitsu created a cyclic work in riverrun by musically relating the opening and the ending of
the piece. It seems at first that the opening and the ending of riverrun are completely different.
The piece opens with an extremely short introduction by an orchestra organized in a rather thin
39

Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, 117.
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Example 18. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 151-end. Used with permission.
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Example 18 continued.
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The parallel fifths in the piano part seem like new material, but they are, in fact, derived
from pitches from the opening. The first measure of riverrun comprises G#, A, Bb (A#), F#, A,
D, C#, F. The opening starts out with a linear chromatic scale motion, which disperses into 3rds.
M. 17 consists of almost all the pitches of the opening, and the last 4 measures show a very clean
tonal D major chord/D major 7th chord with added C#. All of the pitches within the last 5
measures relate back to the opening. In this way, Takemitsu created a work that circulates back
to the beginning, programmatically relating riverrun to Finnegans Wake.

Example 19. Takemitsu, riverrun, m. 1. Used with permission.

Example 20. Takemitsu, riverrun, mm. 166-70. Used with permission.

68

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
Programmatic metaphors and Takemitsu’s philosophical ideas are intertwined in
riverrun. Even with Takemitsu’s limited comprehension of the novel, he found common ground
with Joyce’s metaphorical thinking and his dream world filled with ambiguity and uncertainty.
Clues from Takemitsu’s possible knowledge of Finnegans Wake reflect possible programmatic
aspects behind this piece. However, Takemitsu used his imagination when writing his three
works based upon Finnegans Wake, so that interpreting their true programmatic meaning is left
up to an individual listener. According to Takemitsu, whatever inner feelings and emotions his
music may cause to rise up within the listener is his main purpose and objective in composing his
music:
“I think music must awaken natural emotion within us, an extremely sensuous process. Music is
not merely notes on paper. It begins with an active listening to sound. And the ability to hear
different emotions in sound is the essence of composing.”1
The first word of the novel, “riverrun,” was the perfect fit for inspiring Takemitsu to turn
his imagination into music. That is why this piece is also a reflection of many of Takemitsu’s
philosophies, such as Japanese gardens and his method of composing without the restriction of a
specific musical form. Most importantly, his thoughts on Dream, Water, and Number are
reflected in many of his compositions written during the 1980s, including riverrun. Each piece of
the three based upon Finnegans Wake was written for a different combination of instruments.
Far calls. Coming Far! was written for Violin and Orchestra and A Way Alone was written for a

1

Toru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, trans. and ed. Yoshiko Kakudo and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1995), 126.
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Quartet. riverrun is unique in that it was written for orchestra and piano, which enabled
Takemitsu to utilize full ranges of the piano to portray water images such as the waves.
Tomoko Isshiki says that “Takemitsu’s peculiar sonority and his musical style are often
described as ‘Takemitsu Tone’ among the Japanese critics and the listeners.”2 What would be
beneficial for future research would be a more in-depth study and discussion of the variety and
quality of unique colors that Takemitsu’s music contains through the distinct use of orchestral or
solo instruments that have been described as “Takemitsu Tone.”
Through this research, I have gained an appreciation for and understanding of
Takemitsu’s music. This research dealt not only with musical analysis, but involved examining
the language of Joyce and the musical/Japanese languages of Takemitsu. Both English
commentaries and Japanese commentaries gave suggestions as to the meanings of the beginning
and ending phrases of Finnegans Wake. Most of my research regarding Takemitsu’s biography
came from books that are only available in Japanese. Some were strictly dialogues between
interviewers and Takemitsu himself. Even as a Japanese native, I found it quite challenging to
clearly perceive his thoughts and beliefs. His own words in the Japanese language leave readers
with questions and ambiguity. For instance, when Takemitsu stated that “Dream and Number are
opposing forces,” and that “water ideologically unites Dream and Number,” it was difficult for
me to understand what he meant by these. There are certain aspects of life and nature that in his
philosophical mind were unified or intertwined with one another in certain ways. Another
challenging aspect dealing with multiple languages was accurately communicating Takemitsu’s
ideas in English. With the difficulty of comprehending Takemitsu’s words even in Japanese, it

2

Tomoko Isshiki, “Toru Takemitsu’s Cosmic View: The Rain Tree Sketches” (DMA Diss., University of
Houston, 2001), 42.
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was more challenging to translate that into English. In Confronting Silence, a book that presents
the most extensive English translation of some of Takemitsu’s writing, Takemitsu expressed his
concern about his writing being properly translated into English. He stated “I would be less than
honest if I said I am without fear and uncertainty. In addition, aware of the beauty and ambiguity
of the Japanese language, I am concerned about how much of its nuance will remain in
translation.”3
When I first listened to riverrun, I identified most of what I heard as water sounds
throughout the piece; but there’s more also. So many different sounds such as the sparkly sounds
from the vibraphones, celesta and glockenspiel and tubular bells represented star-like images to
me. The strings sometimes sounded like winds. When each instrumental line carries distinct
melodic and rhythmic materials and all are play at the same time, I am filled with uncertainty and
questions like, what is all going on in these passages? What does each instrumental line mean or
represent? It all sounded like conversations or different occurrences being intertwined in one
setting.
Through this research, I learned that understanding Takemitsu’s life and
beliefs are important in order to promote appreciation for his music, his appreciation for
Japanese gardens, and how each element of the garden has its own meaning and importance. The
concept of the Japanese garden is reflected in how Takemitsu treats each instrumental section of
the orchestra. Takemitsu carefully considers the tone, color, and unique qualities of each
instrument and how he can use them to create the sounds he hears or images in his mind. I also
learned through this research that dreams and numbers inspired images in his mind, which

3

Toru Takemitsu, Confronting Silence, trans. and ed. Yoshiko and Glenn Glasow (Berkeley: Fallen Leaf
Press, 1995), ix.
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triggered ideas for the construction of his music. Takemitsu related water to life, which inspired
many of his compositions in his later years.
Although Takemitsu left it up to the listeners how they perceive his music through their
own emotions and feelings, for people who are not familiar with Takemitsu or his music, reading
about his philosophies prior to listening will most likely open up their minds and give them new
insights in the way to listen to his music. After learning about the relation between the novel and
how Takemitsu programmatically tied it to the construction of riverrun, I think about this piece
beyond water and atmospheric sounds. I see and hear bigger images and stories of a human life,
a life that goes through happiness through the brightness of the sound, a life that goes through
darkness and confusion and uncertainty (as in dreams of where life can take one). It is like
a complete human life cycle. This research showed me how much Takemitsu deeply thought
about life, which is poured out into his compositions.
Since Takemitsu did not like printed program notes for the audience to read before his
music was performed, it may increase interest among modern audiences if they have notes
regarding his philosophies rather than what the music must be about. This way, the audience can
listen to his music in a way Takemitsu desired but also listen with greater understanding of the
composer and have a different attentiveness and awareness in the way they listen to his music. It
is both amazing and inspiring to me that a teenage boy, after listening to a beautiful chanson,
pursued composition with only the passion he had to teach himself to play piano and to
compose. Furthermore, to understand the theory of music just by reading book materials on his
own, shows how gifted and intelligent Takemitsu was.
There are many reasons why Toru Takemitsu became the first composer to achieve world
recognition as an Asian classical composer. He explored and appreciated many musical sounds
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and cultures all over the world. His persistence and determination to pursue music opened up
relationships and friendships with significant composers of his time. Even in his compositional
experience with Music concrète, serial music, twelve-tone music and so forth, Takemitsu was
original in that he never departed from his philosophy as a composer that “music exists only after
a true relationship with reality, and since sounds express reality in music, a composer must be in
unity with the sounds.”4 “It is necessary to obtain a singly definitive Sound which symbolizes
life. The breathing and enunciation of a sound become part of the bigger realm of nature.”5Music
was life to Takemitsu: He poured his life into composing and that is why Takemitsu is known
and remembered as the most appreciated Japanese composer of his generation.

4

Noriko Ohtake, Creative Sources for the Music of Toru Takemitsu (Aldershot, Hampshire: Scolar Press,

1993), 22.
5

Ibid., 22.
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